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Sin. There was a time when I really disliked, even feared, that word. It brought 

back too many childhood memories of sermons about hell, and visits to the 

confessional, trying to dredge up, and report, any infractions of the previous 

week. However, each of our readings today and our opening collect talk about 

sin. Does your mind, like mine did, snap shut, wanting to believe that the 

bondage of sin certainly doesn’t apply to me? Yet, Peter, “the rock” of the church, 

cries out in the Gospel, “Go away from me Lord, for I am a sinful man.”  

 

The word sin has many definitions, but most simply we understand it as an act or 

thought done in violation of God’s will. However, it’s much more complex and 

nuanced than any simple definition can describe. Sin alienates us from God, and 

from one another, disorders our life and the life our community, and, in ways we 

often don’t realize or acknowledge, disorders Creation itself.  

 

While sin is universal, it is also VERY American, very much aligned with values, 

such as individualism and American exceptionalism, that are embedded in our 

culture. We’re taught from grade school that Americans are better than people 

from other countries, that our form of government is the best, that we can pull 

ourselves up by our bootstraps to become anything we aim to be – in short, we 
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are in charge of our own destiny.  Yet, way too often the destiny we choose, 

individually and societally, is not in accordance with God’s teachings.  

 

Isaiah had a vision of God enthroned, attended by seraphs, calling to one 

another, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord …the whole earth is full of his glory.” God’s 

glory permeates the whole of creation, and yet somehow we miss it, or ignore it, 

or get so wrapped up in our own perceived destiny that things often go very, very 

wrong.  

 

Isaiah felt totally inadequate in God’s presence, until a seraph touched his lips 

with a burning coal, saying “your sin is departed”, after which he was able to say, 

when God asks for a volunteer, “Here am I; send me.” This reading has deep 

resonance for many clergy, as it was one of the readings at our ordinations. It is 

truly humbling and intimidating, to even imagine saying, “send me”, because we 

are all, to more or less degrees, lost and of unclean lips. Despite this, however, 

Annie Dillard writes in Holy the Firm, “There is no one to send, nor a clean hand 

nor a pure heart on the face of the earth. There is only us.” Despite our 

sinfulness we are called… and we, like Isaiah, get to choose how to respond. 

 

In 1 Corinthians, it is evident that Paul is also keenly aware of his own sinfulness, 

to the extent that he believed himself unfit to be called an apostle. But his brutal 

honesty about his past persecution of the church does not keep him from 

proclaiming the Gospel far and wide. “By the grace of God, I am what I am.” Like 
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Isaiah, once Paul acknowledges his sinfulness, and God’s forgiveness, he 

becomes free to respond to God’s call. 

 

When Peter, in our Gospel, saw what Jesus had done – filling their nets to 

bursting – he saw in Jesus a more than human power and felt himself to be 

unworthy to be in his presence, “Lord, I am a sinful man.” Jesus, however, 

doesn’t even respond to this but merely gives him an assignment, “Do not be 

afraid”. How many times have we heard Jesus say this to his faltering disciples? 

In fact, it is the most frequent command in the Bible. Walking across the water of 

the stormy Sea of Galilee, he said, “It is I. Do not be afraid.” “Fear not. I am with 

you.” “Do not be afraid, from now on you will be catching people.” The Greek 

verb for catching was commonly used by teachers, who caught their students 

and brought them to new life. Peter, James and John allow themselves to be 

caught - fully embracing for themselves a new possibility, leaving everything to 

follow Jesus. 

 

Distinguished author Reynolds Price, in his book A Whole New Life, wrote about 

his diagnosis and treatment for spinal cancer. In it he tells his own Lake 

Gennesaret story: 

“On July 3, I had the strangest experience of my life. 

I woke at daylight alone in my house, propped on pillows against the head of my 
old brass bed. No lights were on, but I was completely conscious— 

Without warning, I was suddenly no longer in my bed... It was barely dawn, and I 
was lying in modern street clothes by a lake I knew at once - the Sea of Galilee, 
the same lake I'd visited the previous October.  
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Still sleeping around me on the misty ground were a number of men in the tunics 
and cloaks of first-century Palestine. I soon understood with no sense of surprise 
that the men were Jesus' twelve disciples and that he was nearby, asleep among 
them. Then one of the sleeping men woke and stood. 

I saw it was Jesus, bound toward me. He looked much like the lean Jesus of 
Flemish paintings—tall with dark hair, unblemished skin and a self-possession 
both natural and imposing. 

Again, I felt no shock or fear. All this was a normal human event; it was utterly 
clear and was happening as surely as any experience of my previous life. I lay 
and watched him walk nearer. 

Jesus bent and silently beckoned me to follow. 

I knew to shuck off my trousers and jacket, then my shirt and shorts. I followed 
him. 

We waded out into cool lake water till we stood waist-deep. 

I was in my body but was also watching myself from slightly above and behind. I 
could see the purple dye on my back, the long rectangle that boxed my thriving 
tumor. 

Jesus silently took up handfuls of water and poured them over my head and back 
till water ran down my puckered scar. Then he spoke once—"Your sins are 
forgiven"—and turned to shore again. 

I came on behind him, thinking in my standard greedy fashion, It's not my sins I'm 
worried about. So, to Jesus' receding back I had the gall to say, "Am I also 
cured?" 

He turned to face me, no sign of a smile, and finally said two words—"That too." 
He climbed from the water, not looking round, really done with me. 

I followed him out and then, with no palpable seam in the texture of time or place, 
I was home again in my bed.” 

Reynolds Price wanted his cancer to be cured, he wanted to live, he wanted to 

be freed from his excruciating pain. But for Jesus the most important thing he 

could offer him was forgiveness of his sins. Because then he was truly free - free 
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from the burdens of sin that imprisoned him - and imprison us - and keep us from 

living our lives fully. This experience occurred in 1984, when Price had been 

given, at most, 18 months to live. He lived, although confined to a wheelchair, for 

nearly 30 more years.  

Divine forgiveness, the release from belief in their sinfulness, was the beginning 

of new life for each of the people in our readings today. But the first step for each 

was the acknowledgment of their own sinfulness and acceptance of God’s 

forgiveness. Why is this acknowledgment of ourselves as sinners so difficult? 

Perhaps we don’t really believe we can be forgiven? Perhaps we’ve bought into 

the prevalent belief that we have to earn God’s love, and admitting to our sins 

would make us unworthy? Perhaps we’ve come to believe that we don’t need 

God, that we can save ourselves. Or perhaps opportunities for sin are so 

complex, that we can’t even comprehend what they are. 

 

We can use the Ten Commandments as a guide to personal sin, either against 

God or our neighbor. They are, for the most part, simple and clear – keep the 

Sabbath, don’t lie, or kill or steal. But there are sins that we often aren’t aware of, 

so embedded are they in our culture. We call this structural sin - it’s like the water 

we swim in - so much a part of our culture that we barely notice it. It is a tax 

structure that benefits the rich over the poor, an educational system that doesn’t 

provide enough trained teachers for non-English speaking children, an 

employment structure that favors whites over people of color, men over women, 

a medical system that excludes those who are unable to pay for healthcare, an 
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economic and regulatory environment that encourages polluting industries to 

build plants in poor neighborhoods, where residents don’t have the political 

power to fight them, an economic system that favors polluting our air and water. 

Structural sin always results in some form of injustice, but the systems that 

support it are so complex that we find it difficult, if not impossible, to accept 

responsibility for our part in it. 

 

Responsibility is at the heart of all our stories today. Until we say, “Lord, I am a 

sinner” we can’t receive the forgiveness that makes us truly free - able to do 

God’s will, follow God’s call, and help to make God’s Kingdom come. Jesus 

doesn’t really say much about sin, or sinners, in the Gospels. But he does say a 

lot about forgiveness – all we have to do is ask and we will receive. 

AMEN. 

 


